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What does it mean for young people to act in or upon the world, with, through and in response to media; that is, with agency? 
This question has driven media literacy in all its forms 
since at least the 1920s, when concerned adults first 
began to question the relationship between children 
and the first mass medium to so publically appeal to 
children—the cinema. In the 80 plus years since the 
Payne Fund Studies set out to understand the effects 
of cinema on children, the question of young people’s 
agency with media has persisted as a social concern. 
Television, comic books, video games, the home rent-
al market for ‘video nasty’ horror films in the 1980s, 
heavy metal rock music, the Dungeons and Dragons 
board game, the internet, social media and online 
gaming have all raised concern—if not moral pan-
ic—about young people’s ability to act in and upon 
the world consciously, morally, ethically, safely and 
responsibly.
Media literacy education is arguably a product of 
social concern about young people’s potential vulnera-
bility to, or ability to exploit, various forms of popular 
culture and media . Different media literacy schools 
of thought have located agency variously, leading to 
a range of policy and educational responses: the ‘pro-
tectionism’ or ‘inoculation’ associated with F .R . Leavis 
(1933); the ‘demystification’ of the Frankfurt School 
Marxists in the 1940s and ‘50s and 1980s scholars like 
Len Masterman (1990); the ‘discrimination’ approach 
in the early work of scholars like Stuart Hall (1967) 
and Raymond Williams (Williams, 1966); the ‘active 
audience’ approach within Cultural Studies and the 
thinking of scholars such as Sonia Livingstone (2008), 
David Buckingham (2003) and Henry Jenkins (1992) . 
These approaches have made sometimes similar and 
sometimes very different assumptions about young 
people’s ability to act in or upon the world with media . 
Digital media technologies have added further 
complexity to the question of agency in terms of 
young people’s potential vulnerability to—or ability to 
exploit—media . Digital media literacy recognizes the 
collapse of media-making and consumption practices . 
Social media participation, for instance, often includes 
the production and circulation of images of the self 
and others, raising new questions about ethics, safety 
and responsibility . While many well-established media 
literacy concepts can be applied to digital media, new 
concepts are also required to account for how the rela-
tionship between individuals and media has changed 
due to digital technologies . In social media and digital 
games contexts, in particular, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to unravel processes of analysis and creation; 
although of course, even before digital media the sep-
arating out of media-analysis and media-making did 
not well represent many young people’s engagement 
with popular culture, as Jenkins so clearly demonstrat-
ed (1992) . The entanglement of media-making and 
thinking/meaning-making challenges us to find new 
A/Prof Michael Dezuanni, Queensland University of Technology undertakes research and teaching in 
the field of digital cultures and education, which includes film and media education, digital literacies 
and arts education. He is appointed by the Film, Television and Animation Discipline in the Creative In-
dustries Faculty and is a Chief Investigator within QUT¹s Digital Media Research Centre. Michael explores 
the most effective, productive and meaningful ways for individuals to use and understand the media and 
technologies in their lives.
Agentive Realism and Media Literacy
By Michael Dezuanni Ph.D.
[media effects] [active audience] [maker] [performativity] [agentive realism]
2017  • VOLUME 64, NUMBER 1 & 2 17
ticulation and self-awareness when we assess students . 
We only need to look at media curriculum documents 
and assessment requirements in countries like Austra-
lia and the United Kingdom for evidence of this .
But there is another way to think about how in-
dividuals ‘become’ within the world through media 
production, where media production involves acting 
within and upon the world, without necessarily in-
volving critical reflection . As a researcher, I have in-
creasingly turned to theorists such as Michel Foucault 
(1989), Judith Butler (1990) and Karen Barad (2007) 
who argue Cartesian dualism inadequately accounts 
for the individual .  Barad, for instance, draws on both 
Foucault’s theories of discursivity and Butler’s theory 
of performativity to argue the basic problem of dual-
ism centers on what she calls the mistake of ‘represen-
tationalism .’ 
Representationalism assumes knowledge can 
and should be represented through language, symbol, 
structure and categorization .  To create knowledge, we 
represent it, for instance through scientific theories 
and methods to seek and represent ‘facts’ and truths . 
Likewise, in media studies we might aim to have stu-
ways to think about agency and it is helpful to turn to 
theories of knowledge to identify ways forward .
At the heart of the issue of agency is the question 
of how we theorize the individual’s ability to act in and 
upon the world .  To understand agency, we cannot 
avoid philosophical questions about the production 
of knowledge and self-awareness . René Descartes’ 
famous dictum ‘I think, therefore I am’ has arguably 
had a more profound influence on how we under-
stand agency within the Western philosophical tradi-
tion than any other theory .  The distinction between 
the immaterial mind and the material, sensory (and 
allegedly unreliable) body deeply informs our under-
standing of knowledge . In separating mind from body, 
Cartesian dualism places more emphasis on what one 
thinks than what one feels, senses or does in the mate-
rial world .  From this perspective, the ability to think 
is essential to agency because without self-awareness, 
it is impossible to act upon the world . The material 
experience of the world, e .g ., the body’s functions and 
capabilities and non-human entities like technolo-
gies are less essential because they become secondary 
to the ability to think .  It is not hard to identify the 
influence of Cartesian dualism on the education sys-
tems established through public policy initiatives in 
the 19th and 20th centuries . Furthermore, it is easy to 
see the Cartesian tradition within media literacy ed-
ucation, which has often placed emphasis on young 
people learning about the media, with emphasis on 
critical thinking . From this perspective—which I be-
lieve is flawed—unless one learns to reflect on media 
production and consumption, agency is likely absent .
There is something troubling about over-empha-
sizing critical thinking when applied to media literacy, 
particularly media participation and production . As a 
media educator teaching high school students, I was 
never convinced a student who could recite a media 
theory or write a critical reflection about their own 
media productions possessed any more agency than 
a student who mastered media technologies to create 
compelling work . However, we in the media literacy 
field tend not to trust student media production as 
evidence of agency . We worry media production may 
simply copy, quote or replicate commercial products 
or that the development of media production skills 
is not as important as the development of conceptual 
understanding . We tend to privilege explanation, ar-
I was never convinced a student who could recite a 
media theory or write a critical reflection about their 
own media productions possessed any more agency 
than a student who mastered media technologies to 
create compelling work.
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None of this is merely theoretical .  When students 
create a video they are ‘becoming’ in material and dis-
cursive ways and are therefore acting in the world . It is 
as important to have a successful bodily arrangement 
with a device for capturing footage (to incorporate the 
camera apparatus) as it is to be able to arrange shots 
according to genre conventions and to be able to think 
and speak about this .  Each element potentially in-
volves agency . From this perspective, when students 
make a video, they mediate bodily knowledge, repre-
sentational concepts, technological/apparatus inter-
action and more .  ‘Knowledge’ is assembled through 
this complex entanglement and agency is produced 
through these arrangements . 
So what are the implications of this understand-
ing of agency for media literacy educators?  Perhaps 
most importantly, it means agency exists as much in 
material interaction as it does in the deployment of 
concepts and theories .  It is as likely students will act 
upon the world via the development of a new techno-
logical skill as it is they will act upon the world via the 
arrangement of thoughts and concepts . This bolsters 
what I think many media literacy educators have often 
‘felt’—that creative media production allows students 
to become in the world in important ways and that it 
is not necessary for students to be able to articulate 
their achievements in words for these achievements to 
matter . 
As someone who hopes media literacy can chal-
lenge potentially harmful social and cultural norms, 
I am also very much drawn to Butler’s argument that 
it is through risking social viability that we undertake 
performative variation . That is, it is when we feel safe 
enough to ‘become’ in different ways that we are like-
ly to vary norms .  Media literacy classrooms should 
be safe environments for performative variation and 
media literacy matters most when young people are 
able to speak about, with and through media concepts 
and technologies in ways that vary normativity .  This 
might be as simple as writing a section of code in a 
new way whilst making a digital game; as straightfor-
ward as feeling comfortable with holding a camera to 
shoot footage, or as complex as making a film to enter 
a dialogue about an issue . 
Creating safe classroom spaces to promote a 
range of perspectives, viewpoints and practices seems 
particularly important in relation to young people’s 
dents recreate media knowledge through writing, anal-
ysis or through explicitly recreating genre knowledge 
by making their own media (generally accompanied 
by written explanation) . The problem with representa-
tionalism is that it assumes we can control knowledge 
and stand apart from it, and that this equates to agen-
cy .  But as Foucault so convincingly argues, it is im-
possible to disentangle oneself from discourse .  When 
we produce the self through language and practice, 
we simply repeat social and cultural norms and it is 
only through the creative application of norms that we 
might produce power .  From this perspective, ‘critical 
thinking’ is as prone to repetition of harmful social 
norms as creative practice is . 
Butler extends Foucault’s work to argue we per-
formatively repeat and vary norms in agential ways . 
Performativity involves material and discursive be-
coming in the world, requiring both the body and the 
mind, and it is in circumstances where individuals are 
willing to risk social viability that variation to harm-
ful norms is likely to take place . Barad’s conception of 
‘agential realism’ argues that material and discursive 
(language-based) aspects are entangled in processes 
of performative becoming . Her point is that we must 
acknowledge both the discursive and material to see 
how individuals ‘become’ in the world .  
Agency exists as much in material interaction as it does 
in the deployment of concepts and theories. 
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social media participation .  The 
vernacular creativities (Burgess, 
2006) of taking and circulating 
photos, the quotidian and cu-
ratorial practices of reposting 
images, videos and text and the 
shared practices of online gam-
ing all add complexity to young 
people’s social-material partici-
pation in media ecologies .  The 
practices of bringing oneself into being through social 
media activity potentially heighten the risks of norma-
tive repetition or the consequences of varying norms 
and it is important that media literacy educators pro-
vide students with opportunities to practice ‘doing’ so-
cial media in new and different ways . 
What we should avoid in media classrooms is 
promoting the belief there is only one right way to an-
swer a question or to participate through formal and 
informal production . This may be difficult to achieve 
when we are required to adhere to standardization 
through testing, comparison and making judgements 
about quality . Unless we can provide safe conditions 
for variation, though, we are unlikely to create the best 
conditions for student agency in the media literacy 
What we should avoid in media classrooms 
is promoting the belief there is only one right 
way to answer a question or to participate 
through formal and informal production.
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There is nothing about neoliberalism that is deserving 
of our respect, and so in concert with a prefigurative 
politics of creation, my message is quite simply ‘fuck it’. 
Fuck the hold that it has on our political imaginations. 
Fuck the violence it engenders. Fuck the inequality it 
extols as a virtue. Fuck the way it has ravaged the en-
vironment. Fuck the endless cycle of accumulation and 
the cult of growth…… Fuck the ever-intensifying move 
towards metrics and the failure to appreciate that not 
everything that counts can be counted. Fuck the desire 
for profit over the needs of community. Fuck absolutely 
everything neoliberalism stands for, and fuck the Trojan 
horse that it rode in on! (Springer, 2016: 288) 
Media literacy and progressive politics are not the same thing. I do not believe that media education should necessarily see itself as po-
litical, despite my own politics being pretty clear—I am 
a member of Momentum, the grassroots wing of the 
Labour party in the UK, a ‘Corbynista.’ But the recent 
field of educational work on media literacy for civic en-
gagement does rather force this issue, so in this piece 
I want to explore what media literacy for ‘good civic 
agency,’ by which I mean a progressive, liberal, egali-
tarian, profoundly anti-neoliberal, so essentially LEFT 
WING project, would look like. To be clear, I am not 
suggesting that media education could or should do 
this, but equally I don’t accept the idea that media lit-
eracy and civic engagement are necessarily connected, 
but I’m going to think through here an agentive media 
literacy designed to absolutely fuck neoliberalism. 
Terms (and conditions)
• Media literacy—let’s go with the broad brush head-
lines from the new UNESCO declaration, that media 
(and information) literacy is concerned with what cit-
izens choose to do with or how they respond to informa-
tion, media and technology in their desire to participate, 
self-actualize, exchange culture and be ethical. (UNES-
CO, 2015) 
• Agency—knowledge in action (from the editors of 
JML in framing this issue) 
• Civic agency—making media literate choices when 
engaging with media or using media to join the con-
versation in the public sphere or the commons . 
• The relationship between media literacy and ‘good’ 
civic agency—thus far, hard to say . 
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Media Literacy, Good Agency: If Jez We Could?1
By Julian McDougall
1 In 2015, Jeremy Corbyn, a veteran backbench Labour Party ‘rebel’, was persuaded to stand for leadership and won easily . This was, in part, the 
outcome of a successful social media campaign by the grassroots activist group Momentum, who coined the slogan ‘Jez We Can’ to echo Obama .  
http://bzfd .it/2erQB0j
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